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Kemp's ridley (Lepidochelys kempii) is a critically. endangered species.'**%°’ It nests
primarily near the village of Rancho Nuevo, Tamaulipas, Mexico, bordering the Gulf of

Mexico.? It also nests sporadically from Veracruz, Mexico to Padre Island, Texas,*!_and
recent nestings have been recorded for southwest Florida and the Carolinas. The species
occurs in the Gulf of Mexico, along the eastern coast of North America to Nova Scotia, and
in European Aﬂanhc waters.Z Tt also has been reported -from the Azores (7), Bermuda®

and Jamaica.®

Since 1977,a bmatlonal Kemp s Ridiey Recovery Program has been directed by the Kemp's
Ridley Working Group, composed of representatives of Mexico's Instituto Nacional de la
Pesca (INP) and the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS), National Park Service (NPS),
Texas Parks and Wildlife Department (TPWD) and National Marine Fisheries Service
(NMFS).** Gladys Porter Zoo, Brownsville, Texas also has participated in the program.

Recently, Mexico's Instituto Nacmnal de Ecologla (INE) joined the working group.

Head starting of Kemp's ridleys is a subsidiary and experimental part of the Kemp's Ridley
Recovery Program. It involves collecting eggs at Rancho Nuevo, Tamaulipas, Mexico,
incubating them at Rancho Nuevo or Padre Island, Texas, exposing the hatchlings to either
of these two beaches to "imprint" them, captive-rearing (9-11.months) and taggin ?_% the turtles
in Galveston, Texas, and releasing the turtles into the Gulf of Mexico.'?!*!"* INP, with
assistance from FWS and Gladys Porter Zoo, conducts egg collection, incubation and
“imprinting" operations at Rancho--Nuevo.? NPS conducted incubation and "imprinting"
operations at the Padre Island National Seashore near Corpus Christi, Texas until 1988, and
“continues to patrol beaches at the Seashore during the nesting season- in hopes of finding
head started nesters.!®?!2 The NMFS Southeast Fisheries Science Center's (SEFSC)
Galveston Laboratory reared, tagged and released 22,596 Kemp's ridleys of the 1978—1992
year-classes, received as hatch]mgs from Padre Island 'and Rancho Nuevo. |

All procedures, from collectmn of eggs through release have been thoroughly and
successfully developed.® However head starting of Kemp's ridleys and other sea turtles is
highly controversial. 1,2,13,22, 2“'2“""'”"35'*:""'5"39""*6"'”The ‘Recovery Plan for the Kemp's Ridley Sea
Turtle (Lepidochelys kempii), published in 1992, calls for recovery actions needed to increase
the Kemp's ridley population to 2 level of 10, 000 females nesting during a season by the year
2020.*” This plan emphasuec; that head starting is an expenment not a recovery action.
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Tag recoveries provide the basis for determining whether or not head starting achieves-
ultimate success, the major criteria of which are nesting and production of viable
offspring.”*** The standard method of tagging has been metal tags on the trailing edge of
foreflippers, but additional external and internal tags have been used.!'''*>'3!® In mark-
recapture studies of harvested marine species, most tag returns are obtained from
commercial or recreational fisheries targeting those species. Because Kemp's ridley is
protected from exploitation by the U.S. Endangered Species Act, uncontrolled sources were
relied upon for tag recoveries. Tag recoveries of head started ridleys have been based on
foreflipper tags to date, because these external tags are easily recognized and reported by
fishermen and the general public. Most flipper tag returns for which a recovery method was
reported were from turtles found stranded (about 50%) or caught incidentally by commercial
shrimpers (about 25%). The rest were reported by other fishermen, both commercial and
recreational, and the general public.

To date, no nestings of head started Kemp's ridleys have been documented. Flipper tag
recoveries have shown that head started ridleys become integrated into the wild population,
by growing, surviving and becoming distributed throughout the range of the species.!!"!%%
They have been found or captured among wild Kemp's ridleys in habitats typically occupied
by wild Kemp's ridleys. |

Published estimates of age at first maturity in wild Kemp's ridleys range from 6 to 15 yr or
more.””**4 Head started Kemp's ridleys reared to maturity in captivity at Cayman Turtle
Farm (1983), Ltd., Grand Cayman, B.W.1.,nested successfully (produced viable offspring)
for the first time at age 7,****but Kemp's ridleys apparently grow faster in captivity than
in the wild.® Our analysis of growth, based on the Von Bertalanffy growth curve applied to
length at age data from flipper tag recoveries, suggests that head started Kemp's ndleys
reach size at maturity in the wild around age 8. However, if age to maturity is 15 yr or
more, no year-class of head started ridleys would be old enough to have matured until now.

Sex ratios of head started Kemp's ridleys could influence the numbers of each sex surviving
to maturity. Sample sex ratios based on turtles that died during head starting included both
sexes. Year-classes 1978-1984 contained an estimated 32% females.*! Pivotal incubation
‘temperature for Kemp's ridley eggs (i.e.,that temperature which produces a 1:1 female:male
sex ratio) was not known until 1985, at which time NPS began to incubate the eggs at
increased temperatures. As a result, the' 1985-1988 year-classes were female-dominated,

containing an estimated 83% females.”'”* - Year-classes 1989-1992, incubated at Rancho
Nuevo, were estimated to contain more than -‘90%  females, so the eggs must have been
incubated on that beach when temperatures . were conducive to producing mostly females.
Assuming that rates of mortality at sea are similar in the sexes, more females than males of
the 1985-1992 year-classes’ would be expected. to have survived, but the opposite would be
expected for year-Classes 1978-1984.5 I '

It any head started Kemp's ridleys have matured and nested, chances are remote that
anyone saw them, even though Kemp's ridleys typically nest. during daytime. Direct
observation of a Kemp's ridley nesting at any location other than the primary nesting beach
at Rancho Nuevo probably is a rare event. Even at Rancho Nuevo, more than half of the
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nests found by beach patrollers are located without observing the turtles that laid them.?’
It takes less than 1 hr for a Kemp's ridley to ascend tke beach, nest and return to the water,
so the window of opportunity for observing a nesting 1s short.?’ If seen nesting, a head
started turtle still may not be recognized as such. In some cases, when head started Kemp's
ridleys in the wild lost their flipper tags but retained other tags or marks, even well qualified
observers failed to recognize them as head started. All Kemp's ridley nesters at Rancho

Nuevo observed with flipper tag scars but no tags have been assumed to be wild. All these -

factors work against documentation of nestings of head started Kemp's ridleys. Use of
additional tags, including the external living tag (plastron tissue transplant to a carapace
scute) and the internal magnetic wire tag and passive integrated transducer (PIT) tag, should
increase recognition of head started Kemp's ridleys in the wild. However, it will take a
greater effort than applied in the past 1o examine nesting ridleys for such tags in the future.

The greatest single source of sea turtle mortality caused by humans is incidental capture by :

shrimp trawls,'®'®and sea turtle strandings are correlated with shrimping.* Strandings and
incidental capture in shrimp trawls were the two major sources of tag returns from head
started Kemp's ridleys. In 1989, a Blue Ribbon Panel of sea turtle experts concluded it was
impossible to determine whether head started Kemp's ridleys are recruited into the natural
breeding pool, because shrimp trawl-induced mortality rate was so high that few if any head
started ridleys were expected to reach sexual maturity.’®>* This panel recommended the
experiment be continued for 10 yr following installation of turtle excluder devices (TEDs)
on all shrimping vessels in U.S. Gulf and Atlantic waters. In 1992, a second peer review
panel’ evaluated the experimental design of head starting, and proposed the following two

hypotheses:

(1) Head starting can produce Kemp's ridley juveniles which are able to join the natural,
wild population, find their way to nesting beaches and procreate (produce viable offspring);
~and S - . | |

(2) Head started Kemp's ridleys demonstrate ﬂuiﬁeﬁt or superior biological fitness
(equal or better survival rates from egg to reproductive adult and equivalent or better
fecundity) as compared to their wild counterparts. S 2

Currently, emphasis is being placed on testing these hypotheses, and efforts to examine
nesting Kemp's ridleys for evidence they were head started have been increased. The
opportunity to test head starting of Kemp's ridleys under favorable conditions of TED use
has existed only since 1989. . - I
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